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Abstract: This paper explores the intersection of trauma and environmental thought by analyzing
two literary works focused on the experiences of working-class women. Drawing on Catherine
Malabou’s concept of destructive plasticity and Stacy Alaimo’s notion of trans-corporeality,
the paper argues that trauma can foster new identities and relationships with toxic substan-
ces in ways that challenge conventional ideas about poison and environmental harm. Elzbieta
Eapczyriska’s short story centers on women traumatized by the war who consume arsenic to
fortify their bodies, while Lina Meruane’s novel depicts a protagonist with diabetes who refu-
ses treatment, allowing her body to decompose. Both texts explore how trauma increases open-
ness to entanglements with harmful matter, subverting the traditional view of poison as purely
destructive. By focusing on marginalized, working-class women in peripheral literary contexts,
the paper examines the political and environmental implications of their actions. Through an
interdisciplinary lens that combines trauma theory and material eco-criticism, the paper chal-
lenges the idea of trauma as solely destructive, proposing instead that it can be transformative.
Additionally, the paper interrogates how toxins travel through bodies, disrupting socio-political
structures and creating new relational networks between human and non-human agents. The
works of Eapczyniska and Meruane illustrate how trauma allows for alternative interactions with
the material world, blending the personal with the environmental, and blurring the boundaries
between life, death, and agency. By highlighting the roles of poison and toxicity in these narra-
tives, the paper offers a nuanced perspective on trauma, identity, and environmental entangle-
ment in contemporary literature.
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“All suffering is formative of the identity that endures it.”
Catherine Malabou, 7he New Wounded: From Neurosis to Brain Damage, p. 18

For the past few decades, humanist scholars have worked to enrich our under-
standing of the nature-culture divide by examining the enmeshment of humans
with more-than-human beings. The role of trauma in altering such interconnec-
tions remains, so far, understudied in the field of literary studies.! This essay is
an experiment in literary criticism designed to bridge the gap between trauma
studies and environmental thought. It does so by advancing a comparative reading
of Polish author Elzbieta Eapczyniska’s short story “On How the Arsenic-Eaters
Bid Farewell to Death” and the novel Fruza Podrida by Chilean writer Lina Mer-
uane. In the first text, the female protagonists traumatized by war turn to ingest-
ing arsenic as a means of strengthening their bodies, while in the second work,
the main character opposes precarious living conditions by refusing to treat her
diabetes and thus allowing her body to decompose. The author of the present
article argues that enduring a traumatic experience can increase one’s openness
to complex and ontologically ambiguous entanglements with harmful matter.
On the one hand, she wishes to challenge the conception of trauma as a purely
destructive force, opening up its creative potential instead. On the other hand, her
goal is to examine the narrative potentiality of poison, the trans-corporeal routes
it might take, as well as the socio-political structures it might disrupt. Looking
at two texts about a marginalized group — working-class women — both writ-
ten by authors from the periphery of the world literary system has, she believes,
a potential for providing a nuanced perspective on this topic.

Even though, at first sight, Fruta Podrida [Rotten Fruit] and Bestiariusz Nowo-
hucki [ The Nowa Huta Bestiary] do not seem to have much in common - they
have been written in different languages, published in countries separated by over
12,000 km, and are set in two distinctive periods and places (1950s Poland, tem-
porally undefined contemporary Chile) — a closer analysis reveals a number of
similarities which allow for establishing a ground for comparison. Both texts center
on working-class women whose fraught, self-poisoning practices function simul-
taneously as coping strategies and muted forms of resistance to toxic workplaces.
Furthermore, both authors look back at moments of economic importance in their
respective countries: Lapczyniska uses her grandparents’ memories as a point of
departure for weaving stories about the early days of the Nowa Huta Steelworks,
one of communist Poland’s most prosperous industrial plants and the symbol of the
country’s post-war strive towards modernization, while Meruane alludes to
the 1989 Chilean grape scare, an economic scandal that took place almost two
decades prior to the publication of her novel, sparked when two Chilean grapes

! D.G. Ibrisim, “Trauma, Critical Posthumanism and New Materialism” [in:] 7/e Routledge
Companion to Literature and Trauma, eds. by C. Davis, H. Meretoja, New York 2020, p. 231.



324 Klaudia Cierluk

were reportedly discovered contaminated with cyanide, resulting in a temporary
ban on the fruits’ import to the US., Canada, and Japan.? Both writers settle the
past by giving voice to the previously overlooked social group of female laborers,
and the harsh living conditions their protagonists are subjected to display numer-
ous commonalities — the exploitation of their labor being the most prominent
one — pointing to the similarities in the everyday embodied experiences under
totalitarian regimes, be it a communist system or a military dictatorship with
aneo-liberal policy. This study, therefore, aims at contributing to the weakening
of the “East-West” and “communism-capitalism” dichotomies by, as Staficzak-
-Wislicz et al. express it, “moving away from a strictly local context and looking at
gender roles from a comparative and transnational perspective” through “point-
ing to the elements that often connected post-war Western democracies, South-
ern European military regimes, the post-colonial global South and communist
dictatorships, such as the pursuit of modernity, consumerism or emancipation
movements’.’

Both novels devote space to an exploration of traumatic experiences, too.
The term ‘trauma’ originates from the Greek word ‘“tpapa,’” which stands for
‘wound.” As its etymology suggests, this concept refers to any injury caused
by external violence where the skin is broken, as well as the overall impact of
such injury on the body. Psychoanalysis has been one of the first fields to move
beyond such purely material and physical understanding of trauma and to con-
sider it as an event bearing potential consequences for one’s psyche.* Sigmund
Freud conceptualized trauma in his 1920 work Beyond the Pleasure Principle,
framing it as an economic problem in psychic terms: the excitation of the trau-
matic event flowing from the outside is so powerful that it manages to break the
organism’s protective barrier, flooding the mental apparatus with an immense
amount of stimulus and upsetting the distribution of energy within the body,
making it impossible for the psyche to discharge the excess.’ Traumatic expe-
riences become pathogenic not simply because of their content but because
they are repressed, or in other words excluded from conscious awareness due
to their disturbing nature. It is “the compulsion to repeat” — the attempts by
neurotic patients to recreate the experience that led to their current mental
state that they bring about — that runs counter to the notion of the pleasure

2

N. Sajewicz, “Elzbieta Lapczynska,” Culture.pl, https://culture.pl/pl/tworca/elzbieta-
lapczynska [accessed: 3.12.2023]; M. Barrientos, “La Fisura del Espacio y la Toxicidad de los
Cuerpos: El Contagio de Guadalupe Santa Cruz y Fruta Podrida de Lina Meruane,” Chasqui
2015, vol. 44, no. 1, p. 100.

* K. Stariczak-Wislicz et al., Kobiety w Polsce 1945—1989. Nowoczesnosé, réwnouprawnienie,
komunizm, Krakéw 2020, pp. 9-10.

* J. LaPlanche, J.-B. Pontalis, “Trauma (Psychical)” [in:] eidem, The Language of
Psychoanalysis, New York 1973, pp. 465—469.

> S. Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” [in:] idem, The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 18, London 1955, pp. 29-30.
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principle.® Yet another symptom of traumatic neurosis embraces the appearance
of distressing dreams that place the individual back in the midst of traumatic
events they went through, thus aiming at mastering the stimulus retrospectively
through the induction of the anxiety whose absence led to the development
of the traumatic neurosis.” The symptoms emerge after the so-called latency
period which refers to the phase between the accident and the initial onset of
trauma-induced suffering.®

The characteristics referring to the psyche’s response to overwhelming events
that constitute the Freudian model of trauma — the experience of fright, the pres-
ence of recurring dreams featuring the traumatic incident, repetition compulsion,
and latency — have been the subject of critique and expansion. As long as Freud’s
perception of a traumatic event defines it as an occurrence damaging to one’s psy-
che, a growing number of scholars have been devoted to exploring its creative side
instead. Cathy Caruth in her influential Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narra-
tive and History (1996) foregrounds the issue of survival rather than destruction;
Ann Cvetkovich in An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public
Cultures (2003) argues for trauma’s potential for knowledge formation in public
culture; while Greg Forter in Gender, Race, and Mourning in American Modern-
ism (2011) focuses on the transformation brought about by a traumatic experience
that allows for meaning-making.’

A similar attitude permeates Catherine Malabou’s work. In her 2007 book,
The New Wounded: From Neurosis to Brain Damage she attempts to bridge psy-
choanalysis, philosophy, and contemporary neuroscience, arguing for the for-
mation of a new identity that unfolds alongside the elimination of the previous
personality in patients who have suffered damage to the brain regions responsible
for regulating emotions.® The concept Malabou coins, destructive plasticity, stems
from Hegelian thought. Plasticity in its positive dimension “designates the capac-
ity of certain materials [...] to receive form. On the other hand, it designates the
power to give form — the power of a sculptor or a plastic surgeon”!! The border
between creation and annihilation is blurred while considering the third mani-
festation of plasticity, exemplified by the transformation a psyche undergoes as
aresult of a traumatic experience that does not leave one’s chemistry intact. Destruc-
tive plasticity designates the emergence of a new identity and the simultaneous
eradication of the old personality in patients whose brain regions responsible for

¢ Ibidem, pp. 19-20.

7 Ibidem, p. 32.

& C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, Baltimore 1996, p. 17.

? Ibidem, p. 64; A. Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian
Public Cultures, Durham—London 2003, pp. 18-20; G. Forter, Gender, Race, and Mourning in
American Modernism, New York 2011, p. 116.

1 C. Malabou, The New Wounded: From Neurosis to Brain Damage, transl. S. Miller, New
York 2012, pp. 10, 15.

1" Ibidem, p. 17.
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regulating emotions — the prefrontal cortex, the hippocampus and the amygdala
— have been damaged.'” The creation of one form, in those cases, is inextricably
bound to the disappearance of the previous one."”® According to Malabou, such
individuals share the common traits of aloofness, indifference, and disaffection,
often to the degree of “becoming unrecognizable” vis-d-vis their “earlier” selves.'
In her investigation, she focuses on the subjects dismissed by classic psycho-
analysis’® whom she refers to as the eponymous zew wounded, namely the patients
who endure psychological injuries that traditional psychoanalysis fails to grasp:
those with brain lesions, head injuries, tumours, schizophrenia, Alzheimer’s disease,
Tourette’s syndrome, OCD, ADHD, and anyone in a state of shock who — despite
not having suffered brain damage — has experienced a lasting disruption in their
neuronal organization and psychological balance due to trauma.'® The latter —
socio-political traumas — can emerge as a result of “war, terrorist attacks, captivity,
or sexual abuse” that the characters the author is going to analyze experienced."”
At the same time, they challenge the nature/culture divide. In Malabou’s words:

[t]he work of contemporary neurologists helped me to discover the impossibility of
separating the effects of political trauma from the effects of organic trauma. All trauma
of any kind impacts the cerebral sites that conduct emotion [...]. Even in the absence of

2 Ibidem, pp. 10, 15.
3 Ibidem, p. 17.
1 Ibidem, p. 15.
Psychoanalysis and neurology interpret the changes caused by such trauma in two
distinct ways. As long as the former views these changes as “alterations of the ego,” which never
involve a complete break from the patient’s prior personality, neurology sees this alteration as
so deep that the individual effectively becomes a different person. This is particularly evident in
the emergence of an “odd unconcern,” where the person behaves as if detached from themselves,
indicating a noticeable disruption of identity, or a clear divide between their state before and
after the traumatic event, marked by detachment and indifference (C. Malabou, op. cit., p. 7).
These differences arise as a result of psychoanalysis’ lack of preoccupation with the brain. In
Freud’s early studies in neurology, it was considered an “opaque organ” rather than the site where
psychic events were constituted (ibidem, p. 6). In contrast with this perception of physiological
trauma, and basing her views on the findings of contemporary neuroscientific research, Malabou
argues for the existence of the so-called “emotional brain,” seeing this organ as the locus of both
affective and cognitive processes; its significance underlined by the emergence of “affective or
libidinal deficits, disruption of habits, the tragic loss of life skills” that result from any inference
in its working (ibidem, pp. 3—4). The damage inflicted upon the emotional site of the brain does
not only ot impede the emergence of traumatic neuroses: while it can, in fact, be their source,
Malabou instead puts more emphasis on the specter of a complete transformation of identity
that goes beyond the psychoanalytic understanding of trauma rather than on the instances of
what can in Freudian terms be defined as neurosis (ibidem, p. 7).

¢ C. Malabou, op. cit., p. 10.

17 Ibidem.
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any patent wound, we know today that any shock, any especially strong psychological

stress, or any acute anxiety, always impacts the affective brain [...]."8

The boundaries between neurobiology and sociopathy are, therefore, not
clear-cut while considering the impact traumas induced in socio-political con-
text — through acts of violence, exploitation, neglect — exert on the materiality
of one’s cerebral mechanisms and neuronal economy.”

Based on the literary work the author engages with in this essay, she will
theorize a different kind of destructive plasticity induced by trauma.?* While
the protagonists of Elzbieta Lapczyniska’s Bestiariusz Nowohucki and Lina Mer-
vane’s Fruta Podrida do seem withdrawn after the traumatic experiences they
undergo, the “new form” of their identities demonstrates a distinct relationship
they develop with their environments. It is contained especially in their ambig-
uous, if not positive, attitude towards poison and toxicity, which challenges the
prevalent discourse about these substances that renders them as purely negative
and undesirable.” The unique engagement with surrounding matter in the stories
not only puts the dichotomy of life and death into question, but also enriches the
representation of working-class women and their resistance to perilous working
and living conditions in contemporary literature.

Challenging dualisms such as “nature/culture, body/mind, object/subject,
[and] resource/agency” permeates the research of scholars aligned with the mate-
rial turn in the humanities, too.”? Beginning around the turn of the millennium,
academics spearheaded by Jane Bennett, Karen Barad, Moira Gatens, and Stacy
Alaimo reread works by Baruch Spinoza, Gilles Deleuze, and Michel Foucault

'8 Ibidem, p. xvir. Emphasis in original.

1 Ibidem, pp. 10-11.

? Even though, in her own words, “one does not fantasize a brain injury; one cannot
even represent it,” in chapter 2 of 7he New Wounded Malabou attempts to delineate the formal,
narrative, and stylistic devices that render the experience of an event that introduces a cut in
an individual’s history through the literary medium (C. Malabou, op. cit., p. 9). Analyzing
the works of Oliver Sacks and Alexander Luria, she underlines the importance of weaving “the
patient’s coolness, indifference, and the disintegration of emotion into a narrative intrigue
that is not disaffected itself” (ibidem, p. 54). Subsequently, she continues her ponderings on
neurological case stories by claiming that they “must also borrow much from theater,” and
especially Beckettian oeuvre, therefore both accounting for the limits of the literary form
and conflating literary and performance arts, despite each of them being governed by differing
rules and specifications (ibidem, p. 55). What Malabou coins as “the theater of absence”
involves the employment of interruptions, pauses, and caesuras. Such a neurological account
of destruction depicts the depleted yet enduring remnants of a psyche that no longer recognizes
itself, the psyche’s survival of its own annihilation (ibidem, pp. 55-56). In this essay, I wish
to expand on Malabou’s ponderings on the literary representation of destructive plasticity and
the new wounded.

2t S. Alaimo, Bodily Natures: Science, Environment, and the Material Self, Bloomington—
Indianapolis 2010, pp. 113-116.

22 Ibidem, p. 5.



328 Klaudia Cierluk

through the lens of materiality.** Advocating for the examination of matter with-
out falling neither into biological reductionism nor social constructivism, the
aforementioned scholars analyze the agency of nonhuman forces in events. In
Vibrant Matter (2009), Bennett reflects on the vital power of things (Darwin’s
worms, food, and stem cells, to name a few), arguing for the recognition of the
agency non-human forces exert in the world as well as the political significance
thereof.** Gatens’s reading of Spinozian philosophy in Imaginary Bodies: Ethics,
Power and Corporeality (1995) foregrounds the view of the body as a site of con-
stant change, conditioned by its continuous interactions with its surroundings,”
while the Baradian concept of intra-action, inspired by Nils Bohr’s work in the
field of quantum physics, recognizes agency as an interplay of forces instead of
perceiving it as an innate quality of an individual, stressing the mutual influence
bodies exercise upon one another and the impossibility of a total separation.

Examining the entanglements of bodies (human and non-human alike) plays
a pivotal role in Stacy Alaimo’s research as well. In her 2010 book Bodily Natures:
Science, Environment, and the Material Self she calls for an academic engagement
with matter as an antidote to the unethical and unabashed resource extraction
that stems from an abyss between social theory and the dismissal of non-human
beings.”” The term Alaimo coins, trans-corporeality, refers to “the interconnec-
tions, interchanges, and transits between human bodies and nonhuman natures,”
decentralizing the role of the human subject, and stressing the perception of the
human body as porous, fluid, intrinsically intertwined with its environment, as
well as participating in the incessant dance of affecting and being affected.”® The
following quote by Harold Fromm illustrates this idea in its fullness:

The ‘environment, as we now apprehend it, runs right through us in endless waves, and
if we were to watch ourselves via some ideal microscopic time-lapse video, we would
see water, air, food, microbes, toxins entering our bodies as we shed, excrete, and exhale

our processed materials back out.”

It is the last substance — toxins — that Alaimo investigates thoroughly in Bodily
Natures. Elaborating on the phenomenon known as the “proletarian lung” allows
her to map connections between class exploitation and physical ailments and, in
extension, the interwovenness of the social and biological fabrics. “The workers’
bodies,” she argues, “are not only the sites of the direct application of power, but

#  Ibidem, pp. 6-7.
2 ]. Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Durham—London 2010,
pp. XIII, 94-95.
» M. Gatens, Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Power and Corporeality, New York 1995, p. 110.
% Ibidem, p. 141.
S. Alaimo, op. cit., pp. 4-0.
% Ibidem, pp. 2, 10-12.
» Ibidem, p. 11.



Creative Trauma, Life-Giving Poison: ‘Destructive Plasticity’ and “Trans-Corporeality’... 329

permeable sites that are forever transformed by the substances and forces—asbes-
tos, coal dust, radiation—that penetrate them”** The enmeshment of blue-collar
workers with more-than-human agents is, therefore, inscribed in a network of
socio-political structures, as is their resistance to them — or a lack thereof.

Baruch Spinoza approaches toxicity from a different angle. In Spinozian
philosophy, the body consists of various parts that form specific relationships
with one another. The uniqueness of such assemblages is a prerequisite for the
bodies” own individuality. Ingesting poison causes one (or multiple) relations to
alter, to “decompose;” yet the value of entering such new alliances has a subjective
nature.’’ In Deleuze’s summary, “[e]very object whose relation agrees with mine
(convenientia) will be called good; every object whose relation decomposes mine,
even though it agrees with other relations, will be called bad (disconvenientia).*
In the constantly unfolding universe, the decomposition of certain relations
inevitably leads to the emergence of other relations.” Less politically oriented
than Alaimo’s perspective, Spinoza’s take on toxicity is also more evaluation-wise
ambiguous as it leaves room for the possible idiosyncrasy of the effect poison has
on one’s body. Read together, they allow for a more nuanced understanding of
the depiction of poison.

The potential of reading trauma discourse with environmental thought to
reach a fuller understanding of the complexity of planetary existence as well as of
the enmeshment of the social and ecological spheres has been discerned by schol-
ars like Deniz Gundogan Ibrisim. Bringing these two fields together challenges
both the depoliticization of trauma theory and the normative representations
of traumatized individuals as isolated from their surroundings.** My reading of
Malabou’s concept of destructive plasticity against Alaimo’s idea of trans-corpore-
ality and Spinoza’s elaborations on toxins will take place twofold. By calling into
question the widely employed representation of traumatized subjects as lonesome,
and pondering on the narrative potentiality of poison as a tool for empowerment,
I wish to contribute to an enriched comprehension of the mutual enfolding of
human and matter in literature.

These two phenomena intertwine in a recent short story collection by emerging
Polish author Elzbieta Eapczynska. Published in 2020, Lapczyniska’s Bestiariusz
Nowohucki, was awarded the Joseph Conrad Award, the most important Polish
literary prize for a debut work. A collection of stories bordering on the surreal,
it masterfully renders the unenviable living conditions of Nowa Huta, a model
communist town built around a massive steel mill outside Krakéw in the 1950s.

30 Ibidem, pp. 27-30.

31 G. Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, transl. R. Hurley, San Francisco 1988,
pp- 31-33.

32 Ibidem.

3% Ibidem, pp. 35-306.

3 D.G. Ibrisim, op. cit., pp. 230-231.
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In eight interrelated chapters, it recounts stories told by its early inhabitants,
often displaced farmers and country people, who come to terms with the damage
left by the war; who deal, more or less successfully, with their inner demons; and
who grow accustomed to inhabiting a new, grey, industrialized world.*> “O tym,
jak arszeniczki pozegnaty $mieré” [“On How the Arsenic-Eaters Bid Farewell to
Death”], the penultimate story in the collection, takes place in 1956. The narrator
of this chapter, Lena, believes that she has lost her body. She ends up in a female
worker’s hostel which turns out to be a commune of independent women, many
of whom are victims of cruelty due to their minority heritage or who have not yet
come to terms with their traumatic experiences from World War IL

There is no doubt that Lena and the three women she grows close to — Irma,
Sorika, and Diana — suffer from socio-political traumas. Lena’s dissociation from
her body is the result of her having been raped, Jewish Irma is a Holocaust survi-
vor, Diana was excluded from the Romani community she was born into due to
her albinism, while Sorika, of whom we know the least, occupies the vulnerable
position of a cultural other due to her Kaszubi heritage®. Furthermore, they live
under constant threat:

Thack! Something hit the window, a dead crow or a shoe, [....] the bottles were flying
like bullets. Only the voices of the people downstairs were louder than the sound of
broken glass.

— That’s nothing. They’ll get bored soon — Sorika panted slightly because the quick
counterattack cost her more energy than Diana and Irma. Calls came from the outside.

I'was sure I heard one interesting sentence among worn-out curses: “You will be hanged””

The inhabitants of the housing estate do not hide their hostility towards
the residents of the female worker’s hostel. The women can thus be perceived
as experiencing a constant “state of shock,” which has the potential to alter their
brain chemistry.*® But, as long as the characters I focus on exhibit the personality
traits and behavior that Malabou associates with the “new form” of destructive
plasticity (Diana, for instance, is “basically indifferent to everything she heard,”
while the PTSD in Irma’s case manifests itself in a permanent quivering, as she is
always “[s]tiff from the neck down, her body taut, in one big spasm, in restraint”),
what invites a closer examination is the emergence of a “new form” of their per-
sonalities that manifests itself in deeper enmeshment with the non-human world.*

3 This essay is the first scholarly engagement with Lapczyriska’s nascent oenvre.

Kaszubi are an ethnic group that inhabits Kaszuby, a region in northern Poland. They
command a language distinct from Polish (called kaszubski) and are known for a culture that
developed separately from the rest of Poland (Strzata). See: E. Lapczyniska, Bestiariusz Nowohucki,
Stronie Slqskje 2020, pp. 85, 88-89, 102.

7 Ibidem, p. 89. My translation.

% C. Malabou, op. cit., p. 10.

¥ E. Lapczyriska, op. cit., pp. 86-87. My translation.
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This form manifests itself on the level of language, to begin with. What points
to the idiosyncrasy of the perspective of Lena, from whose point of view the story
is narrated, are the sensorial, quasi-synesthetic expressions that fill her account
of events. She describes Sonka’s voice as “lumpy” and “hard,” utilizing adjectives
one would normally reserve for referring to the material qualities of the soil.*
In her eyes, Irma, “even when drunk, arranged words like small plastic bricks,”
while, when united, the quartet was “hardening, we could bend the bars with
our steps’.*! In Lena’s subjectivity, the creative use of adjectives and comparisons
that normally detail the materiality of objects vis-4-vis immaterial phenomena
not only imbues them with physicality, but also results in their reposition and,
subsequently, in the new interchanges and interconnections that arise among
them. Furthermore, differences between the “natural” and the “artificial” collapse
through the words she uses:

Ilooked up — there were hundreds of windows in the impermeable fissue of the blocks.
In the windows, peaple stood like steel monuments, leaning against window sills behind

tilted curtains.*?

The word ‘tkanka’ (‘tissue’), meaning “an aggregate of cells usually of a par-
ticular kind together with their intercellular substance that form one of the struc-
tural materials of a plant or an animal,” refers here to the assemblage of concrete
slabs the block is constructed of; the disinterest and coldness of its tenants, on
the other hand, is expressed through the imagery of statues, subverting our under-
standing of architecture as a man-made enterprise and the belief in an undisturbed
organicness of human beings.* This focus on materiality in language points to the
traumatized subject’s unique relationship with the environment that destabilizes
established connections between matter and meaning.

One of such unsettled (and unsettling) material-discursive entanglements
refers to the intake of poison. Only with time do Diana, Sorika, and Irma initiate
Lena into their daily ritual: the consumption of a pinch of arsenic served on a slice
of bread, as if it was salt.* This highly poisonous substance, utilized primarily to
exterminate rats, occupies a distinct material-discursive position in Eapczynska’s
story.” “More will kill you. Less will kill you, too. You have to sprinkle just the
right amount, and I have an eye for it, just like the hotel principal I know how
much weakness and how much strength there is in a person” — Sorika’s reply to

40

Ibidem, p. 84. My translation.

Ibidem, pp. 93, 96. My translation.

Ibidem, p. 91. Translation and emphasis mine.

“Tissue” [in:] Merriam-Webster Dictionary, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/

41
2
3
tissue.
4 E. Lapczyniska, op. cit., pp. 84, 98.
 “Arsenic” [in:] Cambridge Dictionary, https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/

english/arsenic.
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Irma’s cry for a more generous portion of arsenic points to the seemingly absurd
link between a body’s robustness and the intake of poison.*

While the women’s ingestion of arsenic is, paradoxically, voluntary, the work-
ing and living conditions in and around the steel mill expose them to a variety
of substances, such as mud, coke,” exhaust fumes, clouds of dust, grains of brick,
molten metal miasmas, and asbestos,” some of them highly harmful.” The
intermeshment of the human with the non-human allows for the rethinking of
the characters as trans-corporeal beings that belong to a wider environment that
“runs right through [them] in endless waves,” as opposed to perceiving them as
solitary traumatized subjects isolated from their surroundings.”® What invites this
observation and grants the abovementioned matter agency is the debilitation it
causes in the characters’ bodies that Diana, Sorika, Irma, and Lena attempt to
overcome by ingesting poison.’!

Alaimo encourages us to meditate on “how the laborer resists the way her
corporeality is utilized as a resource for industry”.’> The women deal with their
deteriorating health by, paradoxically, consciously turning to a strong toxicant

which, they believe,

...transforms the living body into a solid body, a hard body; a body resistant to poison,
to being broken by the toil of labor, to fire, heat, lust, curses, and evil glances. It turns
it into an obedient body. A body that is solid, unchanging in time, invariably one’s

own. It turns it into a foreign body, alien to those who observe it.>?

Partial self-poisoning — introducing an even higher portion of toxins into
one’s body than those already circulating in Nowa Huta — is practiced as a way to
toughen, to become unbreakable, not unlike the steel manufactured in the indus-
trial plant. The female workers rebel against the exploitation and abuse they are
subjected to precisely by... acquiring the qualities possessed by the very metal that
is the fruit of their labour. The narrative potentiality of the women’s enmeshment

% E. Lapczyiiska, op. cit., p. 84. My translation.

47 A coal-based fuel.

% Even though Lapczyriska does not mention it in her story, the housing estates in Nowa
Huta that emerged in the early 1950’s have, similarly to those erected in the rest of Poland at
that time, been built with tiles containing asbestos, a highly toxic substance. It is therefore safe
to assume that the characters in Bestiariusz Nowohucki are exposed to it (Dabrowa).

¥ E. Lapczyiiska, op. cit., pp. 88, 91, 95.

S. Alaimo, op. cit., pp. 2, 11.

>' One should add societal factors, such as living under the incessant threat of being
subjected to violence, to the list of agents that cause the characters’ health to plummet. As
the town of Nowa Huta was inhabited solely by the workers of the steel mill, we can assume
that if the characters were ill-treated in the hotel they lived in and on their way to work, they
experienced similar encounters in the workplace. E. Lapczyiiska, op. cit., p. 98.

52 §. Alaimo, op. cit., p. 31.

>3 E. Lapczyriska, op. cit., p. 98. My translation.
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with arsenic leaves “neither materiality nor ideality intact,” offering an alternative
perspective on poison as a substance simultaneously destructive and nourishing.**

In “On How the Arsenic-Faters Bid Farewell to Death,” arsenic as a substance
gains on ambiguity even more through the encounter with Spinoza’s philosophy.
Ingesting poison by the female workers can be seen as a way of regaining agency,
since they consciously choose the new relations they enter.

Quiet voices intertwined, uttering different words together. Each spoke of the body:
muscles saturated with iron. The body is supposed to be solid flesh, etched by poison
like steel is etched by acids.”

Consuming arsenic simultaneously “decomposes” old relations held among
body parts, while allowing them to enter different configurations that result in
a “form” that is more resilient on both the emotional and physical planes.
In Irma’s account:

I don’t know myself where I was; I only know that the steel mill made me jittery. My
hands, legs, cheeks — even my words — were constantly shaking. The body was howling
out of me alone. As my head shook, my eyes bounced inside my skull like glass beads
against the sidewalk, the whole image jolting in the wake of my body. There was so
much shaking in me that I couldn’t fall asleep for months. [...] So, it became neces-
sary to stop this body’s shaking with one decent tension. Do you know how ? Surely,
you don’t. You have to cuff the quake with a corset. A corset from the inside. Build it

yourself out of white powder.®

Arsenic, a trans-corporeal substance, alleviates the PTSD syndromes Irma
suffers from by toughening her body and eliminates constant trembling. Arse-
nic’s “relation agrees with” hers, and its intake is, therefore, beneficial in her case.””

Throughout the story, however, arsenic circulates not only within women’s
bodies, but also among them, serving as a tool for bonding. The scene of the com-
munal arsenic ingestion taking place towards the end of the story, after a raid on
the hotel organized by men, brings to mind the biblical Last Supper by referring
to the vision of upcoming death and the application of the word “communion,”
which in the Polish language has a strictly religious connotation:

4 As Eapczyriska revealed in an interview, in “On How the Arsenic-Eaters Bid Farewell
to Death” she “created an experimental space of freedom for the characters that women [in real-
life Nowa Huta] probably did not have” (Szostak). Ingesting poison can thus be perceived as
a way of exercising that personal freedom, the freedom to be in charge over one’s body and what
one introduces into it. See: D.G. Ibrisim, op. cit., p. 237.

> E. Lapczyriska, op. cit., p. 98. My translation.

Ibidem, p. 99. My translation.
7 G. Deleuze, op. cit., p. 33.
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— This night will be empty. The night before death. Let’s begin the communion. -
Sonka surprised me with her serious voice, and even more with the tin can filled with

powder she shook right next to my ear.®

Occupying the metaphorical position of Christ’s body, bread slices with
arsenic “dropped on the landings made out of outstretched hands,” allowing the
women to enter a new relation and create a bigger, stronger, joint body consisting
of their individual bodies, as

[t]hey are the ones who decide. Another voice added that there was a man who didn’t
believe they had the power to ask him to leave. Nor did he know that Ursula had
become his manager. That Lucia was doing paperwork in his department. That Anicla
managed the crane at the same construction site where he worked, sometimes letting
something fall. That Elvira drank with his colleagues and had access to bottling flasks.
And methanol. [...] That housing assignments, ration cards, work assignments, can-

teens, and supplies are ours.”

The trans-corporeal power of more-than-human nature in the story not only
encapsulates the flow between substances and human bodies, but, additionally,
catalyzes a transformation of the interconnections between human bodies them-
selves. Following Alaimo in her ponderings on “the ways in which nature, the
environment, and the material world itself signify, act upon, or otherwise affect
human bodies, knowledges, and practices,” the women in “On How the Arse-
nic-Eaters Bid Farewell to Death,” first due to the traumatic experiences they have
undergone, and then through their mutual entanglement with arsenic, act com-
parably to harmonious components of a superorganism.® Moreover, Lena, after
the collective act of ingesting arsenic “inertly surrendered to the movements of
this powerful 72ass, gave up, melted away in it,” believing that “this is when [she]
regained [her] body”* Underscoring the unity reached through the contact with
the materiality of other women’s bodies (as opposed to, for instance, an emotional
or intellectual connection), indicates the primacy of matter and trans-corporeal-
ity as a means for bonding.

Self-poisoning in Fruta Podrida has a less surreal dimension. Lina Meruane’s
2007 novel, the first part of her “Trilogy of Sickness,” followed by Sangre en el
0jo (2012) and Sistema nervioso (2018), centers around the lives of two women.*
Maria del Campo works for a company that trades in and exports tropical fruit

E. Lapczynska, op. cit., p. 97. My translation.

59 Ibidem, pp. 101-102. Translation and emphasis mine.

S. Alaimo, op. cit., pp. 7-8.

E. Lapczyniska, op. cit., p. 102. Translation and emphasis mine.

E. Palacios, I. Romina, E/ impacto narrativo del cuerpo humano: Lina Meruane y su

“Trilogia de la enfermedad”, Berlin—Boston 2025, pp. 1-3.
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grown on a Chilean plantation while taking care of her younger half-sister, Zoila,
who is diagnosed with diabetes she decides not to cure. The plot juxtaposes two
harmful substances: Zoila’s body, in the narrator’s words, “ferments” due to the
high level of sugar in her blood, while towards the end of the book Maria, dis-
illusioned with the exploitative working conditions she is subjected to, poisons
a cargo of apples to be exported.®® The academic engagement with the novel has
been abundant, embracing analysis from angles such as the frontier, motherhood,
or the female body (Bukhalovskaya, Castillo, Paez). Cynthia Francica and Monica
Barrientos, for their part, have looked at Fruta Podrida from the perspective of
toxicity. While the former positions putrefaction as a mode of deleuzoguattarian
‘becoming), accentuating flows of interpenetration and communication not only
between human bodies but also between species, the latter’s foucauldian reading
of the novel sees Zoila’s illness as a dislocation to the bio-political system that has
the potential to result in a new order.®* They do not, however, tackle the issue
of trauma present throughout the text or analyze sugar as poison from a more
materialist stance; a gap I wish to fill in with this essay.

The precarity that sets the rhythm of the sisters lives can be perceived as
a trauma-inducing socio-political condition.® Marifa, who financially supports
not only herself, but also her sister, “once again was denied the signature on the
annulled contract, and her claim to the benefits was rejected” despite her dedi-
cation to the company.® Additionally, after her diagnosis, Zoila is seen as aloof
by a nurse who asks “why she never says anything”® What the author wishes to
focus on, however, is the “new form” of Zoila’s personality characterized by her
unique enmeshment with the non-human world achieved by the acceptance of
the high level of blood sugar that gradually decomposes her body.

Sugar’s capacity to affect is captured in the description of Zoila’s mental and
physical state caused by the varying levels of insulin in her blood:

My vision is blurred, my head is throbbing. Electric sparks shoot up the back of my

neck, towards my skull: Tam on the verge of a short circuit. [...] My body is spinning,

hallucinating, and my neurons are desperately asking for sugar...”

L. Meruane, Fruta Podrida, Buenos Aires 2007, pp. 20, 104-105.

¢4 C. Francica, “Devenires de la Corporalidad Femenina en Fruta podrida (2007) de
Lina Meruane: Toxicidad, Memoria y Exterminio,” Estudios Filoldgicos 2018, no. 62, p. 62;
M. Barrientos, “La Fisura del Espacio y la Toxicidad de los Cuerpos: £/ Contagio de Guadalupe
Santa Cruz y Fruta Podrida de Lina Meruane,” Chasqui 2015, vol. 44, no. 1, p. 98.

% C. Malabou, op. cit., p. xvii.
L. Meruane, op, cit., p. 103. My translation.
Ibidem, p. 96. My translation.
8 Ibidem, pp. 124-125.
7 Ibidem, p. 37. My translation.
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The power with which the ingested alimentation influences Zoila’s well-be-
ing exemplifies trans-corporeality — the interconnections between a body and its
environment.”” The harmful level of sugar makes it impossible for her to focus on
everyday activities. Furthermore, Zoila becomes open to the decomposition of her
own physique. She does not, for instance, fear infection. The omniscient narrator
addresses her while she is scratching her putrefying leg, unveiling the presence of

avoice stuck in your memory [that] murmurs be careful with the wounds in the extrem-
ities, it’s a strange voice that comes from inside you, a voice that wants to warn you of

infection, of gangrene, but you don’t pay attention.”

The voice fixed in her memory, likely that of the protective Maria, is con-
trasted with Zoila’s willingness to renounce the normativity of an intact physical
state by allowing bacteria and microorganisms to cohabit her body, eventually
leading to its rotting. Moreover, Fruta Podrida opens up the material-discursive
entanglements of sugar. This compound, present in many foods, has a poison-like
effect on Zoila. Maria’s observation that “[w]hat could feed you is going to kill
you” thus offers an alternative view on this substance.”

In Spinozian terms, Zoila’s refusal to lower the level of sugar in her blood and
the rejection of the seeming impermeability of her body catalyzes the emergence
of the new relations she forms.” Their evaluative ambiguousness is conveyed
both in her condition and the meaning she derives from it. Even though for Spi-
noza “every object whose relation decomposes mine, even though it agrees with
other relations, will be called bad,” the literal decay of Zoila’s leg in the novella is
welcomed by her as she has “never felt more ownership over [her] own body”*
Zoila “has choosen this long and slow suicide” to regain agency over her own life
as well as revolt against the normativity of health and productivity.”

In a system in which production is considered paramount, illness is an unac-
ceptable defect. Zoila’s refusal to treat diabetes, encapsulated in the confession that
“the illness is mine, I will not let them take it away from me, I warn you” exem-
plifies, following Alaimo, her resistance to “her corporeality [being] utilized as
aresource for industry”’¢ Physical vulnerability becomes, paradoxically, a source
of inner strength. Accepting one’s own body “rebel against itself, [...] make its
own enemy of itself” develops into reclaiming one’s agency by rebelling against
the prevalent precarious working conditions.”
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S. Alaimo, op. cit., p. 2.

L. Meruane, op, cit., pp. 124-125. My translation.
Ibidem, p. 128. My translation.

G. Deleuze, op. cit., p. 33.

Ibidem; L. Meruane, op. cit., p. 101. My translation.

L. Meruane, op. cit., p. 103. My translation.

Ibidem, p. 78, my translation; S. Alaimo, op. cit., p. 31.
L. Meruane, op. cit., pp. 24-25. My translation.
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Both “On How the Arsenic-Eaters Bid Farewell to Death” and Fruta Podrida
follow working-class women who oppose their traumatic living and working con-
ditions by turning to self-poisoning. It is precisely the socio-political trauma they
underwent, the author believes, that leads to an emergence of the “new form” of
their beings — the form embedded in the material dimension of their surround-
ings, attuned to the flows of non-human nature, and disrupting the nature-cul-
ture and life-death dualisms by ingesting arsenic or refusing to balance the level
of sugar in their blood. While the characters of Lapczyriska’s story paradoxically
strengthen their bodies through the intake of poison, Meruane proposes an alter-
native reading of sugar, a commonplace substance, as a toxin, thus challenging the
material-discursive entanglements associated with it. By examining how trauma
leads to the formation of new identities and relationships with toxic substances,
both works demonstrate that trauma is not merely destructive but can also be
transformative. These complex ties between the characters and matter paint
a fuller picture of the world around us by attending to the role more-than-human
agents play in affecting human subjects.
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